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This paper challenges notions that pedagogy is predominantly rational, conscious and 
deliberate. Drawing on two research projects about experiences of learning in primary 
and secondary schools, the paper explores pedagogic relationships and the ways these 
structure and enable different kinds of learning and knowledge creation. The data are 
read with (Felman, 1987) the psychoanalytic writings of Wilfred Bion to investigate 
the ways in which knowing and learning are bound up in the unconscious emotional 
flows of classroom relationships. A learner centred understanding of pedagogy is‐  
tentatively and critically developed. The desirability and some simultaneous 
difficulties of working with such notions of pedagogy are discussed.  
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Introduction 
The tranche of reports released in February from a review of primary educationi were 
reported in the press as showing that children in England are unhappy. They 
highlighted the pressure on teachers to ensure that pupils attained national and local 
targets and suggested that these accountability pressures are impacting the curriculum 
and pupil experiences of schooling (Curtis 2008). These reports follow recent claims 
that childhood in the UK is becoming increasingly ‘toxic’ (Palmer 2006) and confirm 
earlier work by Webb & Vulliamy which found that … 
High stakes testing, which holds schools and teachers accountable for pupil 
attainment in literacy and numeracy, has narrowed the curriculum, diminished 
opportunities for teachers to develop the whole child, caused considerable 
stress for many children and changed the basis of teacher-pupil relationships 
(2006, 153) 
Elsewhere there is growing awareness of the undesirable impacts of objectives-driven 
teaching (see for example Torrance 2007; Sadler 2007). The technical-rationalist 
dream of a knowable, measurable, controllable approach to teaching and learning 
seems to be unravelling although there is not yet any official recognition of this.   In 
this paper I draw on data that resonates with these findings to explore ‘pedagogy’ and 
begin to suggest an inchoahte definition that takes account less of what we, as adults 
and educators, might think it should mean, and more of the experiences of pupils. I 
will provide some discussion of why such an endeavour might be important, but also 
why it is likely to prove challenging to enact. 
Rational definitions of pedagogy suggest that it is, for example, ‘any conscious 
activity by one person designed to enhance the learning in another’ (Watkins & 
Mortimore 1999,16). If pedagogy is something about what happens to make or 
facilitate learning, the traditional focus has been on the actions of the pedagogue, the 
teacher. Such a concern, as Britzman has noted, emanates from education’s desire ‘to 
be deliberate – conscious really – and … its design and institutional form proceed 
from the assumption of building incremental knowledge upon the edifice of the 
learner’ (Quoted in Pitt, Robertson & Todd 1998, 2). I will suggest that, if we take 
seriously current calls to reinsert or listen to the experiences of pupils, any simple 
story of a teacher/learner, ‘doer’ /‘done to’ (Benjamin 2004) becomes problematic; the 
young people themselves become part of something more relational, less linear and 
less completely rational. Learning may be found to be, not only non-linear but 
perhaps fractal in its complexity. However inconvenient it may be, there is more to 
human interaction than the rational and the deliberate; as Winnicott has pointed out: 
‘The unconscious may be a nuisance for those who like everything tidy and simple, 
but it cannot be left out of account by planners and thinkers. … In human affairs, 
thinking is but a snare and a delusion unless the unconscious is taken into account.’ 
(cited in Britzman 2003, 97). I use Winnicott here to problematise the conscious/ 
rational basis of much current theorising of pedagogy and to assert the importance of 
